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Chapter One 


Tempest had discovered her own neigh, and she wasn’t afraid to use it. 


Sam tried to escape the blast of high-pitched sound by pressing her spine against the wooden boards of the box stall 
and her palms against her ears. It didn’t help much, but finally, the black filly stopped to draw a breath. 


“Enough, baby,” Sam crooned. “All the other horses can hear you. They know you’re the princess of River Bend 
Ranch.” 


Sam wished she could make Tempest understand, because any minute a movie star horse and his trainer would be 
driving over the bridge to River Bend Ranch. For a few days, Tempest wouldn’t be the center of attention, even 
though the filly really was River Bend’s princess. Tempest’s sire was the swift and powerful silver stallion known as 
the Phantom. No one could deny he was a king among wild horses. 


Tempest’s mother, Dark Sunshine, had roamed free as the Phantom’s queen until she’d reluctantly chosen the ranch 
as the safest place for her filly. 


Sassy and proud, Tempest seemed totally aware of her heritage, and with two celebrities on the ranch, the filly might 
not get all the attention she thought she deserved. 


Now, even Dark Sunshine had had enough of Tempest’s shrill neighs. 
“Hey Sunny, you’re not leaving me here alone with her, are you?” Sam called after the buckskin mare. 


Dark Sunshine didn’t glance back. Shaking her black mane so hard that half of it flipped from the right side of her 
neck to the left, the mustang mare slipped out of the box stall into the corral. 


Sam told herself she only imagined Sunny’s sigh at the peace and quiet of the grassy enclosure. 


Hands on her hips, Sam surveyed her morning’s work. She’d cleaned all the stalls in the barn, raking out the soiled 
bedding and replacing it with sweet-smelling straw. She’d paid special attention to the big box stall where the star 
stallion would stay when he wasn’t in the corral adjoining the one Tempest shared with her mother. 


Inez Garcia and Bayfire. Excitement sprinkled down on Sam like bright confetti. Having two Hollywood celebrities 
right here on the ranch was almost unreal. She could hardly believe Maxine Ely, her friend Jake’s mom, actually 
knew Inez Garcia and had recommended she and her stunt stallion stay at River Bend Ranch for a few days before 
shooting a scene in Lost Canyon. 


Just two nights ago, Inez Garcia had called after talking with Jake’s mom. Sam wished she’d been the one to answer 
the phone, but Brynna had left the dinner table just as the phone rang, so she’d been the lucky one. 


“The rest of the crew is staying in Alkali,” Brynna had said, after she’d explained the other details. Then she’d 
looked at Sam and added, pointedly, “But Inez would like Bayfire’s time here to be private.” 


Sam knew she’d sucked in a loud, disappointed breath before she blurted, “Does that mean I can’t tell anyone?” 
There hadn’t been a minute for negotiation. 
“That’s right,” Brynna had said. “Not even Jen.” 


“Where on earth will we put a movie star?” Gram had said. She’d bolted to her feet and begun gathering dishes and 
clearing the table as if she needed to start preparing that instant. 


*She'll stay in her camper,” Brynna had said. “And she made it very clear, she’s just a horse trainer. In fact, her only 
concern is for her horse. She obviously loves him.” 


At that, Dad had laughed. “Who wouldn’t? If I owned the highest paid stunt horse in America, I’d love him, too.” 
“Oh Wyatt,” Brynna had said, making a gesture to brush aside Dad’s cynicism. 

Now, as fresh straw rustled under Tempest’s hooves, Sam wondered if Dad was right. 

“Well, I love you, whether you can do anything or not,” Sam told Tempest. 

She bent, grabbed a handful of straw, and waved it to amuse the filly. 


With a side swipe of her black muzzle, Tempest knocked the straw from Sam’s hand. Then she stamped a front 
hoof, lifted her chin, and tried to stare over Sam’s head. 


“Don’t talk back to me, young lady,” Sam said, trying not to laugh at the filly’s pose. 


Maybe Tempest was bored with Sam’s lecturing. Maybe she’d snuffled up dust that hadn’t settled from Sam’s 
raking. Whatever the reason, the filly began snorting and rolling her eyes. 


As if he thought the foal’s shrill neighs were about to start up again, Blaze, the ranch Border collie, gave a quick yap 
and bounded out of the barn. 


In response, the filly gave a teeter-totter kick toward the barn’s rafters. When Sam didn’t scurry away too, 
Tempest’s ears pricked forward and her brown eyes turned studious. 


Sam tightened her stubby ponytail. Then, arms hanging loose from the short sleeves of her faded pink T-shirt, legs 
relaxed in her jeans and boots, she tilted her head to one side. 


Loosen up and settle down, her body language told the filly, and as she watched Tempest watch her, Sam fought 
back a yawn. 


Tempest wasn’t the only noisy one today. 


The morning sky had been more black than blue when Sam had first looked out her bedroom window to see why a 
blue jay wouldn’t stop squawking. 


Finally she’d spotted a winged shadow dive-bombing Cougar, her tiger-striped cat, as he tried to slink across the 
ranch yard. 


Cougar must have slipped outside at Dad’s heels without him noticing, because the cat wasn’t allowed outside the 
house during the hours coyotes might be around. But the ranch was a compact little world of its own, and nothing 
stayed secret for long. 


“You’re caught,” Sam had said through the windowpane, though there was no way the cat could hear her. 


As the cat and bird had moved farther from the two-story white ranch house, Sam had climbed back into bed, hoping 
for a few more minutes of sleep. 


It hadn’t worked. Just seconds later Brynna’s hair dryer began howling from the bathroom down the hall. 


Even though it was Saturday, her stepmother and Gram had risen early, rushing to do some errands in Darton before 
Inez Garcia and Bayfire arrived. 


Sam had pulled the pillow over her head, trying to drown out the sound, but then the vacuum cleaner had started 
droning downstairs. 


Though Inez Garcia had insisted she didn't want any special treatment, Sam wasn't surprised by Gram's last-minute 
housekeeping. 


Gram had probably baked something delicious, too, but if so, she'd hidden it. When Sam made her way down into 


the kitchen for breakfast, Gram and Brynna were gone and she’d been left with nothing but cold cereal and toast. 
Tired of Sam’s daydreaming, Tempest gave a low nicker. 
“Save your voice.” Sam coaxed the filly. “I’ve had enough noise this morning.” 


As if Sam had thrown down a dare, Tempest extended her tiny muzzle upward and released another ear-splitting 
whinny. 


Over the foal’s racket, Sam heard hammering and a rumble outside the barn. Dad was starting up his new tractor. 


Sam sighed. She guessed she should go out and admire the machine, even though she didn’t understand Dad’s 
decision to buy it. 


By entering a drawing at the rodeo, she’d won Dad a brand-new truck equipped with every luxury imaginable. 
Besides its off-road ability, the truck had a windshield tinted to cut the glare of the desert sun, heated seats to warm 
predawn trips out to break the ice off the cattle’s water, and a sound system that surrounded you with music real 
enough that you might have been onstage with the band. 


But Sam only knew this from the brochure that had come with the winner’s certificate. Dad had turned down the 
truck. 


Instead of starting it up and shouting “yippee” all the way home, he’d made an agreement with the dealer. Dad had 
traded in his old tractor. Its value, added to the price of the prize truck, had equaled the cost of a six-year-old steel- 
gray truck, which was nice enough, and a state-of-the-art tractor that did everything, he said, except plant the hay 
and sell it to the highest bidder. 


“I’m out of here,” Sam told the filly. 


Tempest stopped neighing and followed so close that Sam felt the warmth of the filly’s body. Then Tempest wiggled 
her head between Sam’s side and arm, forcing a hug. 


Smiling, Sam turned to face her. 

Looking up from under long eyelashes, the filly gazed into Sam’s face. 
“Could you be any cuter?” Sam asked. 

The tension in Sam’s shoulders and the ringing in her ears vanished. 


She’d never believed she could love another horse as much as she did Ace and the Phantom, but her heart had room 
for one more. 


Sam hugged Tempest’s neck, then lowered her lips to the filly’s cupped black ear and whispered, “Xanadu.” 

The name was their secret. Sam never stopped imagining where the mythical place called Xanadu might be. Was it 
the secret valley where the Phantom kept his herd, an invisible place that hovered here between them, or someplace 
she and the filly had yet to discover together? 


“That’s what I hope,” Sam said. 


Once she’d wrung all the attention she needed from Sam, Tempest gave another high-pitched whinny and trotted off 
to the barn corral to annoy her mother. 


Dad had said she could take Ace out for a ride as soon as she’d completed her chores and welcomed Inez Garcia. 
Sam wondered how long that would take. 


A deeper neigh summoned Sam to the ten-acre pasture. 


Ace. How did he know she’d been thinking about their ride? 


Sam took a deep breath. She was excited about meeting Bayfire, but greeting a stranger, especially one from 
Hollywood, made her feel kind of shy. 


Still, it was better than running around Darton with Gram and Brynna and lots better than haying with Dad and the 
hands. 


Rushing toward the tack room, Sam almost collided with Pepper. 

The red-haired cowboy, River Bend’s youngest, dodged aside, but his eyes were on Tempest, not Sam. 

“She’s a beauty,” Pepper said, nodding toward the filly at the same time he edged open the door to Blackbeard’s 
Closet. When no avalanche of supplies covered his boots, he added, “I bet you'll be glad when she’s grown up, so 


you’ll have a good-lookin’ horse to ride.” 


Sam rarely pictured herself astride a grown-up Tempest. Blue-black and high-stepping, she would be amazing, but 
that was a long time away. 


“T guess,” Sam said, “but I have Ace.” 
“Your Ace isn’t much for flashy,” Pepper said as he refilled his nail pouch from a box on an overcrowded shelf. 


Are you insulting my horse? Sam barely kept her words behind closed lips. It would have been easy to snap at 
Pepper, but he probably didn’t intend to be mean about Ace. 


“Better get what I came for,” Sam said. 
She took a quick look around the tack room for mice and the snakes that considered them tasty snacks. 
“Nobody here,” Sam muttered. 


By the time she’d taken her saddle, blanket, and bridle from their hooks, she still hadn’t shaken off Pepper’s 
comment about Ace. 


Since Ace couldn’t speak up for himself, Sam decided she had no choice but to do it for him. 


“Aren’t you the one who told me there’s no bad color for a horse?” she began, just as Pepper was about to leave the 
barn. 


Pepper didn’t pretend not to know what she was talking about. 

“Well, yeah, but we’re not talkin’ just color. You’ve gotta admit Ace is runty lookin’,” Pepper said, grinning. 
Sam wouldn’t let herself be joshed out of defending her mustang. 

“Ace is a great horse and—" she insisted. 


*Never said he wasn't," Pepper told her. *To my way of thinkin' he's one of the best horses on this ranch. I'm just 
sayin’—” 


"I'm just saying I appreciate him for more than his looks!” 


“Have it your way," Pepper said. Then he gave a smile of surrender. “Guess if it weren't for girls like you, guys like 
me and Ace wouldn't have much to live for." 


As Pepper walked off chuckling, Sam tightened her hold on her gear and picked her way around Blaze. The Border 
collie fanned his tail at half-mast and watched Sam's face. 


“Don’t ask me what he’s talking about,” Sam mumbled, and the dog trotted off across the yard on some errand of his 
own. 


Then she hurried, hoping she could get Ace saddled and tied, ready for a quick getaway after the Hollywood 
boarders arrived. 


Sam was rushing so fast, she didn’t realize Dad had turned off the tractor. As he stepped around the vehicle, into her 
path, Dad grinned with pride. 


“What do you think?” he asked, jerking a thumb toward the tractor. 

In fact, she thought it was a pretty boring machine, but Dad misinterpreted her slow answer. 
“Hope I didn’t hurt your feelings by tradin'—" he began. 

Sam shook her head, then hefted her saddle closer. 


“Tt’s not that,” she said, wondering if she was likely to get more chores if she told the truth. She did, anyway. “The 
truck seemed more fun. And the old tractor was still working.” She gave a shrug. 


“This one’s a lot more fuel efficient,” Dad said. “It doesn’t pollute as much.” 
Sam imagined the saddle growing heavier as Dad droned on. 

*. ..thinking about next year, when I won't have as much help around here...” 
Suddenly, Sam really listened. 

Why would Dad be short of help next year? 


Everyone on River Bend Ranch did their part. Gram kept the ranch accounts, cooked, and gardened, and was Dad’s 
partner in the business of ranching. Brynna and Sam shared horse responsibilities with Jake Ely. 


Jake was one of Sam’s two best friends, and even though he wasn’t a member of the family, Dad treated him like 
one, paying him what he could when he could. 


Before Sam could put her worries into words, a door squeaked. Blaze wiggled out from the shade under the wooden 
porch as a silver-haired figure emerged from the bunkhouse. 


Dallas was the ranch foreman. He worked with Dad, overseeing everything to do with cattle and the upkeep of the 
ranch, and that included assigning Pepper and Ross their cowboying duties each day. 


Dallas suffered from arthritis, but she couldn’t imagine the ranch without him. She’d never heard him mention 
family elsewhere, so surely he wasn’t leaving. 


Sam took a deep breath. Everyone, including the horses and Blaze, had work to do. 

“Sam?” Dad said, trying to catch her attention once more. 

Sam barely heard him. She glanced at Pepper and Ross, still hammering away. 

...Dext year, when I won't have as much help... 

“Why won't you have as much help?" Sam asked. 

*Oh, that's what's got you spooked." Dad placed a hand on her shoulder and his voice turned smooth, as if he were 


talking to a jumpy horse. “It’s nothin’ you don't already know. We can't count on Jake being here, of course." Dad 
said. “I’m ninety-nine percent sure he'll be gone away." 


Chapter Two 


“Oh, right,” Sam said. 
Her stomach felt queasy, but she didn’t ask why Jake wouldn’t be here. 
She knew. 


In two weeks, Sam would begin her sophomore year at Darton High School, but Jake would start his senior year. His 
last year of high school. After that, he’d go to college. 


Why did her heart dive at that thought? Even though Jake was a buckaroo, he’d been saving money to pay college 
tuition as long as she could remember. 


She was pretty sure the closest university was five hours away. Jake would have to live there, in a student dormitory. 
That’s why Dad couldn’t count on Jake to help around the ranch after this year. 


“Are you saying you got the new tractor to replace Jake?” Sam asked. It was a weak joke, but Dad answered with an 
understanding smile. 


Too understanding, Sam thought. She straightened and hefted the saddle higher. 
The last thing she wanted was to get all sentimental over Jake. 


In fact, she refused to do that. The only reason she was feeling emotional was because of that stupid remark Pepper 
had made about Ace. 


And there he was. The bay gelding stood with his head over the gate, waiting for her. 

“Hey, good boy,” she called to Ace. 

He wasn’t that tall, but so what? Neither was she. Fourteen hands was just the right size for her. And Ace was the 
perfect partner. Every inch of him was fast and tough, hardened by generations of horses who’d lived on the open 


range. 


And Ace was smart. His ancestors hadn’t been coddled in barns or buckled up in cozy blankets. They’d had to 
outwit predators, and find food and shelter for themselves. 


Ace pawed impatiently, so she answered him. 

“Soon as I get you tacked up, and we greet our Hollywood guests, we’re out of here.” 

Ace must have thought she’d said they were leaving now, because he plunged his open mouth toward the bit. 
“You’re too helpful,” Sam told the gelding as she fumbled to get the headstall in place behind his ears. 


“Drives me crazy not getting out there earlier,” Dad was saying to Dallas as Sam led Ace across the ranch yard to 
the hitching rail. “But dew-wet hay just clogs things up. Then time’s wasted unclogging.” 


“Guess the sun’s high enough now that it’s dried some,” Dallas said, agreeing with Dad. Then he focused his sharp 
eyes on Sam. “And you’re stayin’ around to meet this Hollywood horse trainer?” 


“Yeah.” Sam tried to sound long-suffering, but she could tell she wasn’t fooling Dad. He knew she was excited. 
Still, she added, “Somebody’s got to, I guess.” 
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“Sure couldn't get me to do it," Dallas said. “I prefer to spend my time with folks who do real work for a livin’. 


Dallas squinted Sam’s way, as if he expected her to defend Inez Garcia and her type. 


Why was she so excited about their visitors, when everyone else was matter-of-fact? Before Sam answered her own 
question, Dallas went on. 


“Seems to me that askin’ a horse to prove his grit by jumpin’ off a cliff don’t make sense. Fact is, any horse that’d 
do that without a fire lickin’ at his tail needs a lesson in stayin’ alive.” 


“Do they really want him to jump off a cliff?” Sam asked. She hadn’t heard about that. 
“Somethin’ like that,” Dad said. “I guess he used to do tricks and one day he just quit.” 
“Got smart, I’d say,” Dallas grumped. 


“Could be,” Dad said, as if it didn’t matter. “Any way you slice it, we win. With HARP finished for the summer, 
it'll come in handy to have a few days’ board. Besides, I wouldn't say no to a friend of Maxine’s.” 


“Tt’s nice that we’re fixing up the corral for them,” Sam said. 


Dad nodded. Out by the spare corral, Pepper and Ross were brushing their hands together as if they’d just finished 
up. 


“Brynna says the snow’s gonna have a high moisture content this winter,” Dad said. “That makes it real heavy. 
Reinforcing those fence posts now is work we won’t have to do later after a heavy snowfall breaks it down and our 
stock goes wandering.” 


Sam sighed. Everybody thought the movies were no big deal. Dad wouldn’t spend more than a few minutes talking 
about Inez Garcia and her horse. 


Maybe haying was to blame, Sam thought as all four men loaded up and drove away. Cowboys avoided work that 
wasn’t done from the saddle, and haying was the worst. 


Once the men had left and she was alone with Ace, Sam couldn’t help talking to him. 


“As soon as you've met Bayfire, I'll take you out and let you stretch your legs," Sam said as she threw the gelding’s 
reins over the hitching rail near the house. 


“You suppose he'll act like a regular horse?” Sam asked Ace. “Or like a movie star? Not that I’ve ever met one, and 
I guess Inez Garcia doesn't qualify, but how cool would it be to earn your living by working with trick horses?" 


If Ace felt any of her fizzing excitement he gave no sign of it. He just sniffed the ground for something to eat, as she 
thought of how Inez Garcia and Maxine Ely, Jake's mom, had met at a teacher's conference five years ago. That was 
before Inez left the classroom to help her father run Animal Artists, a business that trained and managed movie 
animals. 


According to Jake's mom, Inez specialized in equines. She handled mules, burros, and even a performing zebra, but 
Bayfire was her favorite. Sam could picture the horse in her mind, because she'd seen a photograph of him in a 
horse magazine as he was presented with a Trigger Award. 


In the black-and-white shot, Bayfire had looked like the champion he was. He'd stood alert with his poll flexed and 
ears pricked while his owner and trainer, a slim, ponytailed woman, had accepted the glittering trophy. 


The short article had explained that Bayfire had received the award not only for his ability as an actor, but for a 
sense of contained energy that electrified the screen. One of the presenters had saluted his ability to show a spirit 
“like fire in a bottle." 


Now, everything stood ready for the Hollywood trainer and her famous horse. 


About ten minutes after Dad and the hands departed, Sam heard the sound she’d listened for all morning. 


Wait. Maybe it was the drone of that small circling airplane. No, there it was. A dark-green truck slowed for the 
bridge over the La Charla River and drove so carefully, Sam heard the clunk of every rotation of each tire. 


Sam smiled, already liking Inez Garcia. Someone who was that careful of the horse she was hauling was Sam’s kind 
of person. 


Ace turned his head and considered the vehicle. His ears flicked back, his eyes flashed with suspicion, and he raised 
a rear hoof. 


“Stop that," Sam chided him. “This is a movie star stallion.” 
The gelding lashed his tail and kept staring. 


From the ten-acre pasture, Strawberry snorted. Amigo and Popcorn eased closer to the fence, but the other horses 
accepted the quiet arrival of the strange vehicle with a quick glance. 


Sun glazed the truck's windshield so that Sam couldn't see inside very well. She made out the driver's outline and 
the glint of sunglasses, but that was about all. 


Sam pushed her auburn hair back from her face and tried to neaten it with her hands. If she'd gotten all dressed up 
this morning, her family would have noticed and teased her about it. 


So, she'd pulled on clothes fit for cleaning the barn, and now it was too late to worry about what she looked like. 
She picked some straw from her shirt and stomped her boots to displace the layer of gray dust. 


If Inez Garcia really wanted to be where no one would fuss over her, Sam thought as the green truck stopped, she'd 
come to the right place. 


Trying to ignore her sudden shyness, Sam straightened her shoulders, lifted her chin, and started toward the truck. 
She'd taken only a single step before she stopped. 


Inez Garcia might not be a movie star, but she was beautiful. The woman easing out of the truck must be close to six 
feet tall. She wore slim-fitting jeans and an open-necked white shirt. Her black hair was gathered high in back and 
silver hoop earrings danced in her ears. 


Inez Garcia jerked her sunglasses off. She stuck them in her shirt pocket as if she wanted a closer look at everything. 
Her eyes swept over Sam, feinted toward Ace, touched on each building and pasture, and returned to Sam. Then, 
Inez Garcia smiled. 


“Hi,” Sam managed as the woman came closer. “I’m Samantha Forster." 


“I’m so glad to meet you,” Inez said. Despite her exotic looks, she sounded pretty normal. “It’s not a long drive from 
Alkali where the rest of the crew's set up, but I was afraid I'd miss the turnoff." 


*A ]ot of people do," Sam said. *When I first moved home from San Francisco, I'd forgotten about landmarks. I 
didn't know how to give directions without talking about cross streets and exit signs, but you found us.” 


Stop blabbing, Sam scolded herself, but when she heard hooves shifting in the trailer, she couldn't help adding one 
thing more. “It sounds like Bayfire's ready to get out.” 


A shadow swept over Inez Garcia's face. 
*Ms. Garcia, did I—is something wrong?" 


*No. Of course not. And please call me Inez." She drew a breath. *Nothing's wrong. In fact, your ranch is lovely 
and I'm sure Bayfire will be quite comfortable here. It's not home, where he shares the stable with a mule, two 


burros, and a zebra, and he has his own paddock with a view of the San Gabriel Mountains, but he needs a change. 
And this”—she nodded toward the sun-streaked Calico Mountains—“is far different.” 


“T bet,” Sam said, but she wasn’t thinking of Bayfire. River Bend Ranch must seem pretty dull to someone who 
owned a zebra. Sam felt like she should apologize. “I’m sorry no one else is here to—" 


“This is perfect,” Inez assured her. “In fact, if you have something else to do, please go right ahead. Just explain 
where you'd like me to put Bayfire, then we'll settle in on our own." 


“That corral is for him,” Sam said, pointing past Tempest and Dark Sunshine. The buckskin and her foal stood at 
quivering attention. “I’m sorry it doesn’t adjoin his stall —" 


Sam broke off. Why couldn’t she stop apologizing? 


“Really,” Inez said, laying a warm hand on Sam’s arm. “We are very low-maintenance guests and grateful for the 
quiet. Don’t give us a thought.” 


Inez glanced up at the sound of the small white plane overhead. For an instant, she looked even more distressed. 
Sam wished she could figure out what was worrying the trainer. 
“I see your horse is saddled,” Inez said. She fidgeted a little, clearly eager to be alone. 


“We're going out for a ride," Sam said. “Ace needs some exercise, but—I don’t mean to be pushy, but do you think 
I could see Bayfire first?” 


“Of course,” Inez said, but she didn’t sound flattered, and her manner was so competent as she unlatched the trailer 
door, Sam didn’t even try to help. 


“Back,” Inez said. 

On command, Bayfire made his appearance. As he backed down the ramp, the stallion’s haunches gleamed. Sturdy, 
graceful black-shaded bay legs ended in white hind socks. He wore no halter, but his ears were cast back, listening 
for Inez’s voice. 


“Reverse,” Inez ordered, and the horse turned to face them. 


“He looks like Ace,” Sam blurted. Then, at the astonished expression on Inez’s face as she followed Sam’s eyes to 
the little bay mustang, Sam added, “Well, a pumped-up version of Ace.” 


Bayfire had the thicker neck and broader chest of a stallion. His black mane and tail were full, but his red bay coat 
was no more burnished than her horse’s. Bayfire’s forehead wore a white star, too, just like Ace’s. 


“There is a resemblance,” Inez said, slowly. 
Why did the woman sound like she was just being generous? Inez must see the horses’ similarities. 
“Forward,” Inez said, and the stallion took two steps ahead until he stood between them. 


The stallion was incredibly obedient, but the precision of his movements bothered Sam. The beautiful horse moved 
like a robot. 


“Ace is a mustang,” Sam said, to cover her uneasiness. 
“Is he?" Inez’s head tilted slightly as she studied Ace. “Bayfire is Andalusian and Thoroughbred.” 


“Wow,” Sam said, and she meant it, but the stallion’s noble bloodlines didn’t make up for his dreary expression. 
Bayfire looked nothing like the fiery horse in that Trigger Awards photograph. 


Something was really wrong. That must be why Inez appeared to be holding her breath. 


And since Inez knew what was best for her horse and obviously wanted to be alone with him, Sam said, “Well, I 
guess I'll mount up and—” 


Just then a gaggle of Rhode Island Red hens came clucking from the direction of Gram's garden. 


At the sight of the fluttering, muttering hens, Bayfire was a horse transformed. His neck arched until his chin 
bumped his chest, and Sam saw a glimmer of the horse he really was. 


“T’m not sure he’s ever seen chickens before,” Inez said with a chuckle, then rushed to give the horse a cue to 
release him. “All done.” 


Right away, the stallion shuffled nearer the chickens. 
“Bay, what are those?” Inez crooned to the horse. “Do you like those chickens?” 


Though they avoided his hooves, the hens didn’t scatter. Clearly, they were stuffed with bugs they’d pecked up and 
swallowed in the garden, and they’d decided this horse wasn’t much of a threat. 


“We could get you some for stablemates,” Inez went on. “Would you like that, Bay?” 
But when the horse looked at her, he seemed to deflate. 


His bearing was still showy, but the sparkle left his eyes. When he lowered his head, he didn’t sniff the chickens. 
His head hung, as if he had no desire to hold it up. 


Sam noticed that the saddle horses in the ten-acre pasture moved away from the fence. Ace closed his eyes and 
dozed at the hitching rack. Dark Sunshine had gone back to grazing. Only Tempest and the two humans still 
watched the stallion. 


Bayfire wasn’t acting like a star. Was he exhausted? Sick? 


Sam caught her breath, and Inez made a small sound like a moan as a plump red hen centered herself between the 
stallion’s polished front hooves and, totally unafraid, proceeded to take a dust bath. 


Sam couldn’t ignore the insult to the stallion. 
“Ts he all right?” she asked. 


“Physically, he’s fine,” Inez said. “And, as you saw, he'll do anything I ask of him. But Bayfire just isn’t himself. 
He’s lost heart,” she said with a sad smile. 


Sam swallowed. What could she do? Maybe telling Inez about the Phantom’s depression would help, but the 
Phantom had been injured and deaf. This was completely different. 


No, Sam decided, she could only listen. She waited for the woman to go on. 


“Talking with Maxine Ely made me hope Bayfire would...” Inez gave a self-mocking puff of breath. “This sounds 
silly, but I've been hoping he'd sort of find himself, out here on the range.” 


“Ires not silly," Sam insisted. She knew just what the trainer meant. 
Inez's hand hovered above the stallion's glossy neck, as if she were afraid to touch something so rare. 


“T really hope he recovers. Because if he doesn’t, his movie career is over.” 


Chapter Three 


“Bayfire’s not just..." Sam searched for a word. For a moment she could only think of limp, but then she said, 
“gentle?” 


“This isn’t gentle,” Inez snapped. “This is practically dead.” 
Sam flinched. Then, as if that weren’t enough, Inez rushed to demonstrate what the stallion had lost. 


“Bay,” Inez said. As the stallion’s gaze shifted to her, she made a slight gesture—almost as if she were brushing a 
tendril of hair back toward her ponytail. The signal brought him toward her, limping. 


“He is hurt,” Sam gasped and she turned on Inez with a silent accusation. 
Inez had seemed so kind, but maybe she wasn’t. 


She’d said Bayfire was in great shape, physically, that his lethargy was all in his head. What if she’d lied? What if 
Inez wanted Sam to get out of here because she treated the horse badly? 


“I promise you he’s not hurt,” Inez said, gloomily. “That would be too easy.” 

“What do you mean?” Sam asked, and Inez must have heard her suspicion. 

“Does that sound hard-hearted?” Inez asked as her expression turned melancholy. “It isn’t, believe me.” 
Sam watched. It was as if the horse’s condition actually pained Inez. 


“Limping is one of his tricks,” Inez explained. “So is acting ashamed.” At another gesture, the stallion hung his head 
and rolled his eyes guiltily to one side. 


“Oh yes, good boy, good boy.” Inez praised the horse. With each word her hands petted and rewarded him, but the 
horse acted numb. 


“Let’s try neighing,” Inez said. She swept her hand up her throat in a gesture so graceful, Sam expected the stallion 
to sing. He gave a whinny that was more croak than melody. 


Still, Inez praised the stallion. “You are perfect, Bay, perfect.” 

She slid her hand lovingly under the stallion’s mane, though the horse took no pleasure in it. 

Sam tried to make sense of the stallion’s reaction. Or lack of it, really. 

She watched Bayfire’s eyes. His gaze stayed fixed on the air. Even his eyelids didn’t move. He didn’t recoil at all. 
From working with Dark Sunshine, Tinkerbell, and Jinx, Sam knew flinching would have been swift and 
involuntary if Bayfire had been abused. 


The horse was an actor. 


Sam shook her head, telling herself it wasn’t the same as a person being an actor. But still, she wondered. What if 
Bayfire was ignoring Inez on purpose, to hurt her feelings? Was that possible? 


“He’s had X-rays and ultrasounds on all four legs,” Inez said. 
“All four? He only limped on that leg,” Sam said, pointing. 


“That one leg, this one time,” Inez agreed, “but he takes turns with them. He limps on whichever leg pleases him at 
the moment.” 


Sam remembered a story Dad or Gram had told her. 


“Was Bayfire ever injured?” Sam asked. “We used to have a ranch dog that limped because he really liked the 
massage he got when my dad rubbed medicine on one of his paws.” 


“Again,” Inez said wistfully, “that would make sense, but no. Despite all the special effects—all the explosions and 
plastics shattering around him—he’s escaped injury. Always.” 


Suddenly, the trainer turned cool and professional again. Sam recognized the attitude shift, because she’d seen 
Brynna do exactly the same thing. 


“All this talking is accomplishing nothing, and I’m delaying you,” Inez said. “Pll put him in that corral.” 


“That’s right,” Sam said, though Inez hadn’t asked which corral. “Make yourself at home. I’m only riding out for an 
hour or so, and I’ll probably beat Gram and Brynna back from town. Dad and the hands won't be back ’til 
sundown.” Sam tried to stop talking, but she couldn’t. “So, you’ll have the place to yourself, but if you’re hungry—” 


“I have a small kitchen in my camper,” Inez finished for Sam. “You’ve been very hospitable, Samantha. Now, enjoy 
your ride.” 


If that wasn’t a dismissal, Sam didn’t know what was, so she swung into Ace’s saddle and rode toward the bridge. 


She only glanced back over her shoulder, once. When she did, she saw Bayfire, the movie star, following at his 
trainer’ heels, no more fiery than a well-trained dog. 


Sam didn’t have time to brood over the stallion’s melancholy, because Ace was being a brat. 
The gelding fought the reins, disgruntled by her decision to keep him at a walk as they crossed the wooden bridge. 
“Just ready to run, are you?” Sam asked, but her little bay gelding snorted, crab-stepped, and tossed his head. 


“Tt’s not like you’ve been neglected,” she muttered to Ace as he swung his front hooves onto the dirt on the far side 
of the bridge. “I’m allowed to have a life outside this saddle,” she added when no amount of weight-shifting and leg 
pressure made him behave. 


Last week, she’d worked at Deerpath Ranch with Mrs. Allen’s grandson, Gabe, who was recovering from a serious 
car accident at the same time a colt from the Phantom’s herd was recovering from an awful burn. 


“So, you weren’t worked for one week. For a really good reason. That’s not such a big deal,” Sam said, scolding the 
horse. Still, she was glad he couldn’t remind her that the week before that, she’d spent most of her time at the 
fairgrounds during the rodeo. 


Ace mouthed his bit and Sam sat hard into the saddle, hoping he’d get the message that it was not okay for him to 
bolt, though the open range was in sight. 


His black tail lashed from side to side, stinging her leg through her jeans, but Ace didn’t lunge into a gallop. 


Sam patted his sleek neck in appreciation, then made a clucking sound. Ace swiveled one black-edged ear back to 
listen. 


“Where do you want to go, sweet boy?” Sam asked the bay gelding once they were off the bridge. 

Ace stopped. He lifted his head and listened to the La Charla River’s rushing. Then his ears pricked left. 

“You got it,” she told him. 

Sam leaned forward in the saddle, firmed her legs, and let the reins droop from their straight line to Ace’s bit. As 


competent as Bayfire had been with Inez, Ace read her silent signal and vaulted into a gallop. Wind snatched Sam’s 
hat from her head and she leaned her cheek against Ace’s warm neck. It wasn’t a full-out run, but the gelding was 


having fun, loving the breeze of his own making, savoring each scent filling his nostrils, stretching the strong sinews 
in his slender legs. 


When Ace seemed willing, Sam slowed him. They loped alongside the river. Out in midstream, several boulders 
showed dry, sandy tops. The river was low. It would take that wet winter Dad had talked about to bring the water 
level back up. 


While she rode, Sam thought of the listless Bayfire. Growing up on River Bend Ranch, she’d gotten to know lots of 
horses. Some of them, especially those in the HARP program, had had problems. 


She thought of Dark Sunshine, trapped, tricked, and abused. The mare still hadn’t recovered completely, but her 
wariness lessened each day and Sam knew the buckskin trusted her more than she had six months ago. Popcorn had 
been abused, too, but the gentle albino had responded to good food and kind treatment. So had Tinkerbell and Jinx. 
But she’d bet her saddle Bayfire hadn’t been abused. 


And if he’d been traumatized, like Firefly, the mustang colt who’d been burned in the brushfire, Inez wouldn’t be 
trying to guess what was wrong with the stallion. 


At first Sam thought a bird had made Ace hop sideways in mock fear. Her teeth clacked together at his sudden 
movement, but she didn’t lose her stirrups as she would have a year ago. By the time she’d resettled herself, she 
realized it wasn’t a bird at all, but the same little white plane she’d seen earlier that morning. 


What was going on with that plane, anyway? Sam glanced up in annoyance. 
The plane waggled its wings. 


Did the pilot see her? She hoped so, because he was skimming way too low over the range and he’d frightened a 
knot of red Hereford cattle into a reckless run. 


Sam shook her fist skyward. Those were River Bend cattle! She’d helped gather them herself. She didn’t want them 
panicked. What if a calf became separated from its mother and ran over a dropoff, or into a gully and broke its 
delicate neck? 


What an idiot, Sam thought. The pilot pulled up then. He banked toward the Calico Mountains. Wisps of dust blew, 
but Sam didn’t think they’d been stirred by the plane. There, by the stairstep mesas, dust drifted like smoke amid the 
high tangles of pinion pine and sagebrush and suddenly, on the ridge top, Sam saw a horse. 

It could be the Phantom. 


Or maybe another horse, she told herself, trying to be sensible. 


Someday she’d spot the mustang stallion when she had binoculars in her saddlebags, but today she had neither 
binoculars nor saddlebags, so Sam dropped her knotted reins over the saddle horn. 


“Just give me a minute, Ace,” she said, then pulled at the corners of her eyes, trying to improve her vision. 


The pale blur that might have been the Phantom was just coming into focus when the plane zoomed overhead and 
Ace spooked again. 


Did the pilot think this was his own private recreational area, or was he looking for something? 
“Glad to see you go!” Sam shouted as the plane finally flew on toward Alkali. 


Sam and Ace were nearly to Three Ponies Ranch and Sam was mulling over what Inez meant when she’d said 
Bayfire wasn’t himself, when Ace’s lope slowed to a hammering trot and his head swung right. 


In the quick silences between Ace’s hoof beats, Sam heard an equine snort. Someone was over there. 


She found Jake sitting on the riverbank. He lifted one hand in greeting, but he didn’t look at her. His eyes stayed 
fixed on the silvery river rills as the water found its way around the rocks. 


So, what else was new? Actually, Jake’s stillness was sort of a relief. Unlike the half hour she’d just spent with Inez 
Garcia, Sam didn’t have to work to figure out why he was acting the way he was. 


Jake had settled here on the riverbank and become part of his surroundings. That was just Jake. And he wasn’t a 
chatty guy. Ever. 


Witch, Jake’s black Quarter Horse mare, leaned forward to touch noses with Ace. Well-trained and devoted to Jake, 
she stood ground-tied nearby. 


“Hi,” Sam said. 
Beyond the tumbling, gurgling waves, she heard a magpie’s call and saw a flash of black-and-white feathers. 
“Hi,” Jake said. 


And because she knew he’d tell her to keep on riding, if he didn’t want company, that greeting was as good as an 
invitation to stop for awhile. 


Without shading his eyes, Jake squinted up at Sam as she dismounted. Jake wasn’t wearing his hat, but something 
else was different. 


Something was making him look older and more serious. Suddenly, Sam realized what had changed. 


Jake Ely had cut off his hair. 


Chapter Four 


Sam forced herself to look at Jake more closely. 


He hadn't cut it off. Not even short, really. It still grazed his shirt collar, but no strip of leather bound the thick hair 
that was the same night black as Witch’s gleaming coat. 


“Got somethin’ to say?” 
Sam shook her head, but Jake wasn’t fooled. 
When he actually had the nerve to laugh at her shock, teeth flashing white, she wasn’t a bit surprised. 


“Why, Samantha,” he teased with the phony drawl he knew she hated. “You’re as quiet as a horse thief at a 
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hangin’. 


Sam plopped into the sand a few feet away from him. Deliberately, she leaned over and looked out at the river, just 
like he’d been doing. If he thought she was going to burst into the outraged reaction he seemed to be fishing for, he 
was out of luck. 


“Tt’s your hair,” she told him. 
“Darn right,” Jake said. 
Sam realized they were both sitting up with their arms crossed, though, deadlocked. 


Sam really did want to know why he’d cut off the hair that seemed—at least to her—like a symbol of his Shoshone 
heritage. If only he didn’t have that teasing gleam in his eyes. 


No way, she thought again. She would not give him the satisfaction of believing she was taking this more seriously 
than he was. 


“It’s no big deal, Brat,” he said. 

“Who said it was? It'll grow back.” 

“Uh-huh,” Jake said. 

But Sam’s curiosity was like an itch. The longer she ignored it, the worse it got. 


She ordered herself to wait an entire minute before asking a single question. Because she wasn’t very good at 
patience, she decided to count to sixty. 


One, two, three... 
Ace’s hoof, clacking against a river rock as he moved toward the water, distracted her. 
Four, five, six... 


Sam's fingers gathered into fists, but she concentrated on the creaking of saddle leather as Ace lowered his head to 
drink. 


Seven, eight, nine... 


Sam tightened her crossed arms, trapping her fingers against her ribs instead of looking at Jake, who pretended he 
was on the verge of dozing off. 


Ten, eleven— 


Sam focused on Witch as the black mare walked over to join Ace. They drank quietly, as if they weren’t really 
thirsty. 


Then, suddenly, the words came tumbling out of Sam’s mouth. 

“Did your mom make you do it?” She demanded. 

Jake gave a “gotcha” laugh. 

“Mom suggested it,” he admitted. “Since I'll be talkin’ to folks about scholarships.” 

“Okay,” Sam said, releasing a sigh. 

“Glad I got your consent.” 

“Shut up,” Sam told him, but she was smiling as she leaned back against her hands and lifted her face to the sun. 
Now she remembered. Before school started, Jake and his mother were taking a road trip to visit colleges. Nevada 
only had three four-year colleges, but they were going to check out a couple of northern California schools with 
good agricultural programs, too. 

“You’ll be back in time for the BLM auction, right?” Sam asked. 


Course,” Jake said. 


It was a good thing, Sam thought, because Brynna expected the two of them could help the Bureau of Land 
Management wranglers sort the wild horses that were available for adoption. 


“I’m not leavin’ for a year,” Jake said, and Sam wondered why he'd suddenly jumped ahead. “I might not even go to 
college.” 


“Don’t say that,” Sam told him. “You’ve been saving money for college ever since I’ve known you.” 


Jake stared past her, filling his eyes with the brown ridges that soared against the blue sky. He gave a slow shake of 
his head. 


“T could get there and hate it.” 
“You need to go to college,” Sam insisted, but he wasn’t listening to her. He was studying his horse. 
“Maybe you’d like to have Witch while I’m gone,” he said. 


Have Witch? Take Jake’s horse? A panicky pulse pounded in the side of Sam’s throat, but she just said, “She’s too 
much for me, Jake. You know that.” 


“Couple hours in the saddle and she’d know you were the new boss.” 
“Yeah, well, it’s that ‘couple hours in the saddle’ part that would slow me down,” Sam said. 


Jake smiled. “You could handle her.” 


